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Poorly thought-out: Electionmanifestosthatpromisetheloweringoffuelandcarpricescanonlylead
toonething:moreseveregridlocks,airpollutionandgreenhousegasemis~ions.
Earth-friendly agendas are
emerging, though they are
not necessarily well thought
out.
By MENG YEW CHOONG
star2green@thestar.com.my
THEdecisionbythechairmanofKumpulanHijau,WongTack,toenter ,thepolitICalfLayhas.p,eenseenbysome, ,
asacasewhereenvironmentalissueshave
becomearallyingpointfortheelections.
Wongis themostpublicfaceoftheStop
Lynasmovementthataimstohalttheopera-
tionsofMalaysia'sonlyrareearthrefining
facilityatGebeng,Pahang. .
Ofcourse,thisis notthefirsttimethatthe
environmenthasturnedintoacampaigning
issue,Backin the1990electionsinSarawak,
HarrisonNgauLaingstoodasanindependent
candidateanddefeatedBarisanNasionalvet-
eranandformerdeputyministerDatukLuhat
Wan(andanotherindependentcandidate)
in the1990electionstoemergeastheBaram
MP.
Nowa lawyer,Harrison'sfodderforcam-
paigningbackthenwasbasedonthestruggle
toprotectherights(especiallyland-related
issues)oftheSarawaknativesandtheforests
theylivein.NgauwasawardedtheGoldman
EnvironmentalPrizethatsameyearforhis
workto preventdeforestation.
So,dogreenissuesreallymattertothe
electorate?
Firstly,thereis nouniversalagreementon
whatconstitutesanenvironmentalissue.For
example,KelanajayaMP,LohGwo-Burne,
thinksthatLynasismoreofapublichealth
issue,ratherthananenvironmentalissue.
Profjayumjawan,aspecialistonpolitics
andgovernmentatUniversitiPutraMalaysia's
FacultyofHumanEcology,says:"Theenvi-
ronmentmeansdifferenthingstodifferent
people.A citydwellermaytreasuretheforest
fortherecreationalfunctionit provides,while
aforest-dwellingpersontreatstheforestasa
placewherehecanfindfood.
"Anativeis notgoingtoappreciatethings
likesavingtheozonelayer,buthewill be
concernedif thereis nomorefoodtobe
foundin theforestwhereheusedto huntor
forage."
jayum,aSarawakianwhoisalsothedeputy
deanforpostgraduatestudies,thinksthat .
"greenissues"arestillassociatedwithurban
activists,asseenin theSaveBukitGasingand
SaveBukitKiaracampaigns.
"Evenatthebeginning,a lotoftheactivists
againsthe(Sarawak)Bakundamwereactu-
allyPeninsular-based."
Deforestation,anissuethatplaguesall
states,representsonlyoneendofthespec-
trumwhenit comestoenvironmentalchal-
lenges.It shouldbenotedthatin2009,the
timbersectorwasthefifthlargestexport
earnerforMalaysia,In2010,thetimbersec-
torcontributedto3.7%oftheGDP,3,2%ofthe
country'stotalmerchandisexport,andpro-
videdjobstoanestimated140,000people.
Lookingatawiderangle,therearealso
otherenvironmentalproblems,suchascoast-
alerosion,poorairqualityinurbanareas,pol-
lutedrivers,unsatisfactorywastecollection,
sewagepollution,andanincreasingreliance
onfossilfuelsfornearlyeverything.
DatukPaulLow,chairmanofTransparency
InternationalMalaysia(TI-M),sharessimilar
sentiments:"Myviewisthattheenviron-
mentisgoingtobeanon-issueasit istoo
farremovedfromtheradarofthevoters.Of
course,theexceptionwouldbetheorangasli
aswellastheSabahandSarawakindigenous
people,whichexplainswhyPakatanRakyat
(PR)cameupwithsomethingonthesecom-
munitiesin theirmanifesto."
ForLow,MalaysiaisnotlikeEurope,asfar
asthematurityofthedemocraticprocessis
concerned.
"There,publicawarenessisveryhigh,and
candidatesfromgreenpartiesactuallyget
elected.ButI don'tthinkanypersonfroma
Greenpartyherewill beelected."
AsfarasTI isconcerned,it wantsto
seecandidateswhohavebetterreputa-
tionsandcapabilities,becausethequality
ofourParliamentarydebatescanb~much
improved.
"Whatwewantarelawmakerswhodis-
cussissuesaffectinpthepeople,andareable
to debateintelligeptly,passgoodlaws,and
safeguardtheinterestsofthepublic".notthe
typewhojustbad-mouthpeopleandindulge
ingutterpolitics.All thisisjust showmanship,
anddoesn'taddvaluetothenation."
Whetherthepublicbuysintogreenissues
ornot,someNGOsaretakingtheopportunity
togoadpoliticianstodeclaretheireco-cre-
dentials.Forexample,theMalaysian.Nature
Societyrecentlyissuedapubliccallforall
politicalpartiesandpoliticiansto declare
theircommitmenttowardsthepreservation
ofnatureinagreenmanifesto.
"MNSnoteswithconcernthatregardless
ProfDrJayumJawanofUniversitiPutraMalaysia
saysattheendoftheday,Malaysiansarestill
concernedwithbread-and-butterissues.
ofpoliticalalignment,Malaysia'snatural
resourcesarestillbadlymanagedandconsist-
entlydegradedandthreatened.MNShopes
thattheMalaysianpublicwill supporthis
importantcallto lobbyfortheprotection
ofMalaysia'snaturalheritage,andmake
theupcominggeneralelectionatrulygreen
election,"saiditspresident,DrMaketab
Mohamed, .
Trasparency'sLowsays:"Thebulkof
Malaysiansareengro'ssedwithcorruption-
relatedissues.Somesurveys,suchasthose
bytheMerdekaCentreforOpinionResearch,
showthatmany.p~opleareconcernedabout
corruption,whichisanincreasecompared
to fiveyearsago.It isgoodthattheissueof
corruptionisattheforefrontsopeoplewill
lookatthecharacterandintegrityofthecan-.
didate,Thisisin itselfagoodthing."
Lowpointsoutthatpeoplewantaclean
andtrustworthygovernment.Andthatwould
indirectlytouchonenvironmentalissues,
suchastheissuanceofloggingconcessions.
"ButI don'tthinkpeoplecandirectlycon-
nectthedots,sothefocusis basicallyoncor-
ruptionaswellasbread-and-butterissues."
Butjayumthinksenvironmentalissuesalone
will notbeenoughtoswayvoters.
"I don'tthinkMalaysiansarereadyfora
partythatcampaignspurelyonagreenplat-
form.I saidthatin2008,andmyviewhasnot
changed.It isunfortunare,butafter55years
of Independence,thepreoccupationisstill
withbread-and-butterissues."
